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APPENDIX C 
VISUAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 

 
This appendix presents the methodology, evalua-
tion, and analysis of Visual Resource Manage-
ment (VRM) classifications of the Las Vegas 
Valley Disposal Boundary Area.  Analysis of po-
tential impacts to visual resources was completed 
in accordance with the objectives and methods 
described in the Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM) VRM Guidelines (BLM 1986a).  The ob-
jective of the BLM VRM guidelines is to manage 
public lands in a manner that will protect the qual-
ity of the scenic or visual values of those lands. 
 
1.0 METHODOLOGY 
 
This section describes the methodology imple-
mented for the analysis of the alternatives and the 
potential impact on visual resources.  The BLM 
has developed several forms to be used as tools in 
determining classifications.  These forms are de-
scribed individually below, and copies of the 
forms follow the analysis portion of this Appen-
dix. 
 
The BLM VRM system consists of two stages, 
inventory and analysis.  Inventory has been de-
fined by the BLM as the disposal boundary area 
and classifications have been previously assigned 
in the Proposed Las Vegas Resource Management 
Plan and Final Environmental Impact Statement 
dated May 1998. 
 
Four Key Observa tion Points (KOPs) were identi-
fied within the disposal boundary area (see Figure 
C) These KOPs were selected based on three fac-
tors: (1) major, potentially sensitive, viewer 
groups that may be affected by the action under 
study; (2) types of planned improvements that 
would have varied visual impact consequences; 
and (3) orientation of the viewers toward the pro-
ject areas.  Photos taken at these locations were 
used to simulate what these areas could look like 
under the proposed action and conservation trans-
fer alternative. 
  

1.1 INVENTORY 
 
The inventory stage involves identifying the vis-
ual resources of an area and assigning them to 
inventory classes using BLM’s visual resource 
inventory process as described in the following 
sections. 
 
1.1.1 Scenic Quality Evaluation 
 
The scenic quality of an area is determined by 
completing a visual resource inventory process.  
An inventory was previously conducted for BLM 
lands as part of the Resource Management Plan 
(RMP) process.  The inventory process was based 
on seven key factors: landform, vegetation, water, 
color, adjacent scenery, scarcity, and cultural 
modifications.  The areas being evaluated are sub-
divided into scenic quality rating units for rating 
purposes.  Rating areas are delineated on a basis 
of like physiographic, visual, and manmade modi-
fication characteristics. 
 
Scenic quality evaluations were conducted from 
the selected KOPs.  Each KOP rating unit was 
ranked depending on the type of user, the amount 
of use, public interest, adjacent land uses, special 
areas, and consideration of other factors.  In ac-
cordance with BLM guidelines, a ranking number 
between 1 and 5 was assigned to each of the seven 
key factors, then totaled and assigned a classifica-
tion letter.  The BLM scenic quality guidelines are 
classified as follows: 
 
• Class A:  High scenic quality for totals of 19 

or more 
• Class B:  Medium scenic quality for totals 

between 12-18 
• Class C:  Low scenic quality for totals lower 

than 11 
 
Based on the evaluation, each KOP was assigned 
a Class C for low scenic quality. 
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1.1.2 Viewer Sensitivity Level  
 
Sensitivity levels are a measure of public concern 
for scenic quality.  Visual sensitivity is dependent 
upon user (or viewer) attitudes, the amount of use, 
and the types of activities in which people are en-
gaged when viewing an object.  Overall, higher 
degrees of visual sensitivity are correlated with 
areas where people live and with people who are 
engaged in recreational outdoor pursuits or par-
ticipate in scenic or pleasure driving.  Conversely, 
areas of industrial or commercial use are consid-
ered to have low to moderate visual sensitivity 
because the activities conducted in these areas are 
not significantly affected by the quality of the en-
vironment. 
 
As with the scenic quality evaluation, the sensitiv-
ity-level analysis requires delineation of rating 
units.  However, for sensitivity levels the delinea-
tion is based on those behavioral factors that drive 
the sensitivity.  Rather than describing sensitivity 
levels for each option of the disposal boundary 
area, the sensitivity analysis has been developed 
in connection with specific areas and uses.  
Viewer groups and associated responses to visual 
changes are analyzed using the proposed alterna-
tives from a variety of factors including: 
 
• Viewer exposure 
• Viewer type 
• Number of viewers 
• Duration of view 
• Viewer activities 
 
Viewer exposure includes distance and viewing 
angle.  The viewer type and associated viewer 
sensitivity is distinguished among viewers in resi-
dential, recreation/open space, and tourist com-
mercial areas, with the first two having relatively 
high sensitivity and the last having lower sensitiv-
ity.  The number of viewers is established by the 
amount of people estimated to be exposed to the 
view.  Duration of view is the amount of time a 
viewer would actually be looking at a particular 
site.  Activities can either encourage a viewer to 
observe the surrounding area more closely (scenic 
driving) or discourage close observation (com-
muting in heavy traffic). 
 

All of these viewer elements were considered 
when evaluating the alternatives.  The character of 
the existing visual environment within the site 
vicinity was documented in the field and by 
analyses of area maps. 
 
Many of the parcels are adjacent to both public 
roads and some residential development.  These 
parcels are not unique in form, features or line, 
and are considered generally low to medium in 
sensitivity levels. 
 
Special Areas is another element of the sensitivity 
analysis.  This measure takes into account the 
management objectives of designated areas such 
as wilderness areas, natural areas, and areas of 
critical environmental concern.  There are none of 
these types of special areas within the disposal 
boundary area.  The Desert National Wildlife 
Range is located to the north, Red Rock Canyon 
National Conservation Area (NCA) is located to 
the west, Sloan Canyon NCA is located to south, 
and Frenchman/Sunrise Mountain Natural Area is 
located to the east of the disposal boundary.  
These public land areas would be considered me-
dium to high in sensitivity levels. 
 
1.1.3 Delineation of Distance Zones 
 
Landscapes are subdivided into three distance 
zones based on relative visibility from travel 
routes or observation points.  The three zones are 
foreground-middle ground, background, and sel-
dom seen.  The foreground-middle ground zone 
includes areas seen from highways or other view-
ing locations that are less than 3 to 5 miles away.  
The background zone includes areas that are vis i-
ble beyond the foreground-middle ground zone 
but are less than 15 miles away.  Areas beyond 15 
miles or obscured from sight are in the seldom-
seen zone. 
 
From travel points on the major freeways, most of 
the BLM parcels within the disposal boundary 
area would be in the background zone.  Parcels 
located to the north of the Las Vegas Valley 
would be in the foreground-middle  ground zone 
from Interstate 215 and U.S. Highway 95.  Parcels 
located to the south of the Valley would also be 
within the foreground-middle ground zone from 
Interstate 15.  Because of the ease of public acces-
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sibility to most parcels in the disposal boundary 
area, the parcels are considered in the foreground-
middle ground zone. 
 
1.1.4 Visual Resource Inventory Class 
 
Based on the above three factors, BLM managed 
lands are placed into one of four visual resource 
inventory classes.  The relative value of the visual 
resource is indicated by one of four classes, with 
Class I and Class II being the most valued, Class 
III representing a moderate value, and Class IV 
being of least value.  Once VRM classes are as-
signed, the BLM designates visual resource man-
agement class objectives.  Table C-1 outlines the 
VRM objectives that BLM has established for 
each of the classes. 
 
The BLM parcels available for disposal located in 
the south and southwest part of the Las Vegas 
Valley are designated as Class IV.  A VRM Class 
IV area allows activities involving major modif i-
cation of the landscape’s existing character. Au-
thorized actions may create significant landscape 
alterations and would be obvious to casual view-
ers. The disposal parcels located in the north and 
east of the Valley are designated as Class III, 
which is managed for partial retention of the exist-
ing character of the landscape. In these areas, au-
thorized actions may alter the existing landscape, 
but not to the extent that they attract or focus at-
tention of the casual viewer. (see Figure C). 
 
2.0 ANALYSIS 
 
The analysis stage uses a visual rating process 
described above to develop a contrast rating level.  
The contrast rating process is a systematic process 
used by the BLM to analyze potential visual im-
pacts of proposed projects and activities.  The de-
gree to which an activity affects the visual quality 
of a landscape depends on the visual contrast cre-
ated between a project and the existing landscape.  
The contrast can be measured by comparing the 
project features with the major features in the ex-
isting landscape.  The basic design elements of 
form, line, color, and texture are used to make this 
comparison and to describe the visual contrast that 
could be created by the project.  This assessment 
process provides a means for dete rmining visual 
impacts and for identifying measures to mitigate 

these impacts (BLM 1986b).  The steps in the 
contrast rating process include: 
 
• Obtain project description 
• Identify VRM objectives 
• Select KOPs 
• Prepare visual simulations 
• Complete the contrast rating 
 
The proposed action and conservation transfer 
alternative are described in Chapter 2 and the 
VRM objectives were defined by the BLM class 
ratings developed for the Las Vegas RMP.  The 
VRM management directions are defined by the 
classification system as Class III and IV. 
 
The visual contrast analysis is completed using 
the first four steps described above and by com-
paring the results with identified land use classifi-
cations.  One BLM Form 8400-4, Visual Contrast 
Rating Worksheet was completed for each KOP 
and for the proposed action and alternative.  The 
worksheet provides the tool for determining if the 
potential impacts are compatible with BLM VRM 
classifications.  A worksheet for the no-action 
alternative was not generated because under this 
alternative there would be no disposal of the par-
cels and therefore no impact to the existing visual 
resources. 
 
Superimposed images on the photos of the KOPs 
were used to simulate what these areas would look 
like if they were developed.  Simulations were 
developed for the proposed action and conserva-
tion transfer alternative.  Visual simulations are an 
invaluable tool in effectively evaluating the im-
pacts and are important to portray the relative 
scale and extent of a project.  They also help the 
public to visualize and respond to development 
proposals. 
 
2.1 PROPOSED ACTION 
 
There would be impacts to visual resources if 
once the BLM parcels were sold, they were de-
veloped.  The existing natural environment would 
be developed and would alter the existing visual 
resources.  Figures C-1 through C-4 show visual 
simulations created from photos taken at the  
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TABLE C-1 
VISUAL RESOURCE INVENTORY CLASS OBJECTIVES 

Class Objective 
 
 
I 

• Preserve the existing character of the landscape. 
• Provide for natural ecological changes; however, it does not preclude very limited management 

activity. 
• Level of change to the characteristic landscape should be very low and must not attract atten-

tion. 
• Includes primitive (wilderness) areas, some natural areas, wild sections of national wild and 

scenic rivers, and other congressionally and administratively designated areas where decisions 
have been made to preserve a natural landscape. 

 
II 

• Retain the existing character of the landscape. 
• Level of change to the characteristic landscape should be low. 
• Management activities may be seen, but should not attract the attention of the causal observer.   

 
III 

• Partially retain the existing character of the landscape. 
• Level of change to the characteristic landscape can be moderate. 
• Management activities may attract attention, but should not dominate the view of the casual ob-

server.   

 
IV 

• Provide management activities that require major modifications of the existing character of the 
landscape. 

• Level of change to the characteristic landscape can be high. 
• Management activities may dominate the view and be the major focus of viewer attention.   

 
KOPs.  Most of the impact on visual resources 
would occur from development of the parcels lo-
cated in the north and northwest because there are 
more sensitive receptors such as Tule Springs, 
Red Rock Canyon NCA, and Desert National 
Wildlife Range in that area.  Some parcels directly 
adjacent to Red Rock Canyon NCA would be 
more sensitive in terms of changes to the visual 
character of the landscape.  Development of these 
parcels would eliminate the rural open character 
of the landscape, and substantially alter the form, 
line, color, and texture.  This development would 
represent a strong contrast and would alter the 
existing landscape to the extent that may attract or 
focus attention of the casual viewer.  However 
private land near State Route 157 by Red Rock 
Canyon NCA is currently being developed and the 
disposal and development of BLM land would 
represent minimal additional visual character 
change. 
 
There would be minimal impacts to visual re-
sources in the areas currently surrounded by de-
velopment located throughout the disposal 
boundary area.  Future development of the BLM 
parcels in these areas would be within the guide-
lines of existing land use plans and according to 
the BLM VRM classification assignment of Class 

IV where actions may create significant landscape 
alterations and would be obvious to casual view-
ers.  The proposed action would not cause incon-
sistencies related to the management objectives of 
the associated applicable VRM class; result in a 
strong degree of contrast; substantially change the 
overall visual character of the project region; or 
substantially alter the view from a scenic point, 
vista, corridor, or other sensitive area. 
 
2.2 CONSERVATION TRANSFER 

ALTERNATIVE 
 
This alternative would have similar impacts as the 
proposed action but less land would be intensively 
developed in certain areas.  In keeping with Class 
III management objectives, the conservation trans-
fer alternative could provide for areas near Tule 
Springs and the Desert National Wildlife Range to 
be transferred subject to restricted use to protect 
sensitive resource values and partially retain the 
existing characteristic landscape, and would not 
substantially alter the form, line, color, and tex-
ture.  This alternative would represent a weak to 
no change to existing contrast and would not alter 
the existing landscape to the extent that may at-
tract or focus attention of the casual viewer. 
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Future development of the remaining BLM par-
cels would be within the guidelines of existing 
land use plans.  This alternative would not cause 
inconsistencies related to the management objec-
tives of the associated applicable VRM Class IV; 
result in a strong degree of contrast; substantially 
change the overall visual character of the project 
region; or substantially alter the view from a sce-
nic point, vista, corridor, or other sensitive area. 
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